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THE CENTER CANNOT HOLD: TOWARD A NOTION OF PLURALITY IN 

EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH 



Turning and turning in the widening gyre 
The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, 

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere 
The ceremony of innocence is drowned ; 

The best lack all conviction, while the worst 
Are full of passionate intensity. - Yeats 



In the December 1998 issue of the Educational Researcher, Elliot Eisner lays out the parameters of 
the move toward plurality in educational research (Eisner, 1998). Eisner doesn't specify any field 
within the generic category of educational research. Rather his call embraces, perhaps 
unintentionally, a postmodern orientation, whose new epistemological and ontological 
underpinnings potentially disrupt the historically monolithic character of educational research. In 
education the putative dominant paradigm of the social sciences has tended to marginalize important 
theoretical and methodological insights from the humanities and the arts, and perhaps even the 
physical and mathematical sciences 1 . Eisner puts this issue squarely: "My own view is that 
(social?) science is a species of research; research is not a species of science" (p. 34, parenthetical 
comments, mine). In this essay I want to expand upon Eisner’s brief argument to assert that 
(qualitative) research in educational leadership and school administration is not monolithic as well. 
Whether conscious or not, researchers in school administration now embrace a plurality of 
methodological approaches (Capper, 1998). Moreover, I believe that this move toward pluralism, 
away from methodological metanarratives, is a healthy one. 

Let me try to sketch the contours of this evolution, which in more general terms Eisner refers to as 
a pattern characterized by "the dominance of quantification and correlation and experimental 



1 See Rick Ginsberg, "Complexity science at the schoolhouse gate?" Complexity, 2, 9-13. 



research methods (that) has given way to what might be regarded as more interpretive approaches 
to the study of educational practice, to the illumination of schools and their neighborhoods, and to 
growing and more complex conceptions of the ways in which information is processed, stored and 
retrieved..." (ibid.). More abstractly, research in school administration, much like the shifts in 
educational research generally, mirrors an attempt to describe, analyze, interpret, and anticipate 
patterns in schools that are contingent upon the full range of human agents emotions, desires, and 
attempts to create meaning. In this regard, therefore, these movements in educational research both 
mirror and contextualize research and scholarship in the arts, humanities (especially history and 
literature) and cultural studies. On the other hand, they depend less on the research methodology 
of the physical sciences and mathematics, as these methods have been commonly understood. 

In this essay I probe the dimensions of plurality that I assert increasingly constitutes research in 
educational leadership and school administration. The paper is organized into two major parts. 

The first part traces the recent history of scholarship in the field as it moves away from the vestiges 
of modernity. These vestiges, what I elsewhere depict as epistemological and political “icons” (see 
Miron, Bogotch & Biesta, 1999, forthcoming) include the tendency to equate process with 
product, the separation of fact from values (hence from power and politics) and the overall 
inclination to commodify knowledge and knowing. (The analysis of the relational aspect of 
knowledge, its social construction, tends to be absent under the rubric of inquiry embedded in 
modernity and the Enlightenment in particular.) The second part analyzes the epistemological 
shifts in the research “problem” in school administration. In this section I argue with illustrations 
that the use of educational images may be more appropriate to capture the range of nuanced 
understandings in the areas mentioned above. I argue that the arts especially hold strong promise 
to capture these non-scientific dimensions. Ultimately I assert that what is needed is a conception 
of aesthetics both in research and practice. 



TRANSITIONAL MOVES INTO POSTMODERNISM 



Since William Foster published Paradigms and Promises in 1986, scholarship and research in 
school administration have sought in part to understand how school leaders and others inject 
values into the everyday life of the school. Examining values became part of a larger intellectual 
project— a more sophisticated understanding of the dynamics of unequal power relations in the 
schools. As Apple's culturally grounded political-economic perspective had long established in 
curriculum theory, critical research in school administration situated schools in their broader 
contexts of multiple social relations in the wider society. In brief this research helped 
problematize educational leadership generally and school administration especially as a political- 
discursive activity and social space. This critical turn was a transitional move in educational 
research toward postmodernism, that is, a move to embrace plurality. Constas (1998) observes 
with specification that: 

the advance of postmodernism in educational research can be explained by 
concurrent transitions that have transpired within three dimensions. The political 
dimension was selected because it reflects the development of interest in critical 
theories and other neo-Marxist formulations of education (Giroux, 1981, following 
the work of Gramsci (1971) and Entwistle (1979). The methodological dimension 
was selected because of the dramatic increase in qualitative methodologies 
witnessed during the 1980s. The representational dimension was identified because 
of the altered styles of writing used by educational researchers (see Eisner, 1997, 
and 1998, above). Whereas educational research has changed in many ways, I 
would argue that these three dimensions represent the areas in which the most 
fundamental transitions have occurred (p. 37). 

The emphasis within critical writing on unequal power relations, and in particular the political 
ideologies that engulf the value-laden decisions that school administrators make, marked the first 
ripple in the tide of mainstream research in school administration that was previously dominated by 
positivism and its corollary in administration. Scientific Taylorism (see Miron, Biesta, and 
Bogotch, forthcoming 1999). 
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PROBLEMATIZING THE RESEARCH PROBLEM 



Knowledge and power 

My point of departure is deceptively simple: forms of knowledge emanating from a social science 
perspective are socially constructed. It is futile to claim that knowledge, and its underpinning ways 
of knowing, can be positively and universally established by the methods of the social and human 
sciences. However, rather than simply dismiss the quest for the advancement of scientific 
knowledge from research in school administration as a futile enterprise, our task is to foreground 
the politics of knowledge (Popkewitz, 1998). Foucault's understanding of the knowledge-power 
relation is paramount to the goal of this project-articulating the epistemological basis of the 
transition to postmodernism in educational research, in particular its emerging plurality in 
scholarship on school administration and educational leadership. 

At the heart of Foucalt’s (1980, 1982) complex perspective is a serious challenge to the idea of the 
human subject as an ego or consciousness that is fully present to itself, capable of acquiring a 
complete and transparent knowledge of itself and its social/historical situation." Foucault “saw 
knowledge as always inextricably enmeshed in relations of power because it was always being 
applied to the regulation of social conduct in practice” (Hall, 1997). Knowledge is constituted in 
language. So is the human subject. Both are effects of power relations (Popkewitz, 1998; Miron 
& Inda, 1999, in press). These power relations are inherently unequal (Cherryholmes, 1988). 
Moreover, they operate through specific discourses and discursive formations. Both have the 
effect of prescribing and shaping conduct subscribing to certain norms that set limits on the human 
subject and agency. 



2 Although the political/progressive implications of this radical concept exceeds the scope of this paper, it is 
nonetheless instructive to note that an assumption of the Enlightenment is that such knowledge works potentially to 
liberate and emancipate only this autonomous ego but indeed the networks of other oppressed communities of which 
it is a member. For an elaboration of this view, see Louis F. Miron, Gert Biesta, and Ira Bogotch, "Moral-Ethical 
Leadership as New Beginnings." forthcoming, 1999. 
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